CIIAPTEE    THREE
LEARNER   REPORTER
IN A ROUND, childish hand I then began to acquaint newspapers with the rare opportunity that now offered. It was natural to start with The Times. Somebody—I cannot remember who—had given me the name of a Very Important Person on the staff. This V.I.P., with great kindness, wrote a long letter in reply, explaining that it was not usual for London newspapers to engage for the editorial staff youths without any previous experience of journalism. He added that the best experience was probably to be obtained in the provinces, and that there was a system of becoming an apprentice, or learner, reporter.
Slightly dismayed, but undeterred, I then used a great deal of ink and paper in writing to every other newspaper in London, ranging from The Daily Telegraph to the Morning Advertiser. Invariably the reply was a polite but firm negative with little variation in the wording. I disliked the idea of going to the provinces, and, as September wore on, it began to look as though Allan would win and I should return for another year to the City of London College. Then, as a despairing last shot, I lowered my sights and fired at a newspaper that had offices almost on my doorstep. It was the prosperous local bi-weekly which circulated over a wide area of the eastern suburbs, chiefly in the borough of West Ham, and was called the Stratford Express. My feelings were a blend of consternation and joy when I opened a reply signed by one Frank Whitworth, of the firm of Wilson and Whitworth, asking me to go and see him.
A first interview is a major crisis in life, like getting married or coming under fire for the first time. Dress did not present any great problem, because I had no choice. It was blue serge or nothing. But the finishing touches worried me,